
ASIA AND THE NEAR EAST

Nepal’s Volunteer Women Save Lives
KATHMANDU, Nepal—In the villages of
Nepal, where most people live without
access to doctors or other medical care,
46,000 Female Community Health
Volunteers (FCHV) have been trained to
deliver basic care and fight pneumonia and
diarrhea.

These women have made Nepal the first
country to deliver vitamin A supplements
consistently to its rural population. The sup-
plements should prevent at least 12,000
child deaths annually. By October 2002, vol-
unteers were providing vitamin A capsules
twice a year to more than 3.3 million chil-
dren between the ages of six months and five
years in every district.

Bimala Lama, one of the health volun-
teers, teaches mothers how to treat
diarrhea—perhaps the biggest killer of small
children. She also helps provide family plan-
ning services, maternal child health
programs, the vitamin A supplements, and
referrals for malaria and other infectious dis-
eases.

Bimala Lama works in the village of
Nibuwatar, in the hills of Makwanpur dis-
trict. Her monthly mother’s group meetings
focus on pneumonia and acute respiratory
infections during the winter, and on diarrhea
during the summer. 

When asked why she works as an FCHV
despite receiving no payment for her serv-
ices, Bimala Lama replied that it is her way

of serving her community—by saving the
lives of children.

“If I go to the temple and pray, I will earn
dharma” (spiritual credit), she said. “But if I
serve my community, then I earn more
dharma.” She says that since becoming a
health volunteer she has the confidence to
stand up and speak in front of others, and that
she is respected by the community because of
her work.

This is a Nepalese government program
supported by USAID, the U.N. Fund for
Population and the U.N. Children’s Fund.
USAID is the lead donor.

The volunteer program began in Nepal in
the late 1980s; volunteers now work in all 75
districts. In each ward of the Village
Development Committees in a district, the
community chooses one volunteer.
Volunteers receive 18 days of initial training,
logistical support, and ongoing refresher
training. 

The Nepal Demographic Health Survey
2001 indicates a 28 percent reduction in child
mortality since 1996. This is in large part due
to the national vitamin A program, which is
seen as a model for other countries.

In another program, volunteers in 22 dis-
tricts have been trained to detect pneumonia
in children, treat mild cases with cotrimoza-
xole, and refer severe cases and those that do
not respond to health facilities. ★

CONSTANTA, Romania—Marcel Biac was
born a Rroma—a vulnerable minority in
Romania—and lived in a dormitory-type
residential institution in Constanta, a port
city on the Black Sea, from the time he was
5 years old. When he left the institution at
age 18 in 2002, he had no family, no home,
and little hope of finding a job.

Fortunately, Marcel applied for a new pro-
gram at a company called FantasyMod—a
textile factory—which was training young
workers with a grant from USAID. With his
training completed, Marcel now works a reg-
ular shift in the plant, where he not only
receives a paycheck but is well on his way to
becoming a self-reliant citizen.

“Training and hiring the young people
from the youth residential institution has
been much more successful than we ever
anticipated,” said Mihaela Belcin, owner of
FantasyMod.

“This program helped me understand that
by helping the community and its members
our company benefits a lot. We have excel-
lent new employees who are very efficient.
Not only that, but we have gained new
respect from the people of Constanta. My
company is better known and new clients are
increasing our business.”

Such stories are rare in Romania. After
struggling under a centralized, socialist
economy for 45 years, Romanian companies

began the transition to a free market system
in 1989 with no knowledge of corporate cit-
izenship.

Most private firms had little interest in
local problems and didn’t understand how
corporate citizenship benefits both the com-
munity and the business. As a result, the
public frequently perceived companies as
egocentric and indifferent to their needs.

USAID launched a small corporate social
responsibility (CSR) program through the
Romanian Chamber of Commerce and the
NGO World Learning to demonstrate that
private firms can improve their bottom lines
by doing good in their communities.

Multinational corporations, such as
McDonalds, Kraft Foods, Procter &
Gamble, Cisco Systems, and Eli Lilly, are
helping Romanians better understand the
nature and values of capitalism. A competi-
tion for small grants was held and the best
CSR project proposals were selected for
USAID cofinancing in cities and towns
throughout the country. These include:
◆ Marcel’s company, FantasyMod, which

provided vocational training and jobs to
other orphans

◆ A footwear producer that donated shoes to
627 unemployed 

◆ A plastics manufacturer that distributed
28,000 trash bags to schools, kinder-
gartens, hospitals, and other institutions 

◆ A small-town school that was saved from
closing by a local company that refur-
bished its sewage system

◆ A firm that equipped 26 schools and uni-
versities with software products 

◆ A private company that equipped a school
computer lab for handicapped children
and orphans 

◆ A kindergarten, retirement home, and the-
ater that were restored in the capital city of
Bucharest

As a result of this mix of company funds
and employee time, USAID grants totaling
$48,000 leveraged local cash and in-kind
contributions worth nearly $500,000.

Nationwide media attention to these proj-
ects spread CSR concepts around the
country. Now the program is being copied by
other companies in other cities, without any
outside financial support. ★
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Marcel Biac, working at FantasyMod in Constanta, Romania.

A Female Community Health Volunteer (FCHV) counts respirations to determine if the child needs treat-
ment or referral. The program saves children’s lives: evaluations found that FCHVs refer and treat more
appropriately than some staff at health facilities.


